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Discussions of the magnitude and complexity of the task of achieving highway r· 
safety are already well documented in the literature. However, a careful look at 
the scope of the task Is necessary in understanding the importance of current safety 
programs and in properly considering the current needs in highway safety plan- f 
ning. 
Our tangible loss due to motor vehicle accidents, about $7.5 billion annually, 
is greater than our total annual outlay for new highway facilities. Adding to this 
the intangible loss resulting from tens of thousands of highway deaths gives us a 
total social, economic and moral problem of such magnitude that no one man Is 
wise and .knowledgeable enough to fully comprehend it. 
Some indication of the maze of factors involved In the problem is evident in r 
the make-up of Harvard's research staff for the investigation of fatal highway 
collisions. It required a traffic engineer, automotive .engineer, mechanic and a I 
clinical team of medical, psychiatric, psychological, sociological, theological and 
legal specialists to gain some understanding of what was involved in fatal high-
way accidents. It is a very complex problem. The work toward a solution must re-
flect the simultaneous need for Information on many interconnected. facets. Every-
one concerned with the work must realize the Importance of applying the available 
resources to a well planned and coordinated interdisciplinary effort. 
Planning, the orderly process by which we establish and adjust programs for 
the accomplishment of objectives, has played an Important role in the handling of 
this extremely complex task. It has resulted in the development of a variety of 
important highway safety activities throughout all phases of the ·highway trans· 
portation industry. Proceeding, just briefly, with the program evaluation and review 
portion of the planning process, we can see what Is being accomplished. Those 
responsible for provision of the highway facilities have planned for the construction 
of a system of modern freeways in which we are Incorporating safety features 
capable of saving an estimated 8,000 lives a year by the time our Interstate High· 
way system is completed. Planning for additional life-saving freeway mileage to 
supplement the Interstate system has been under way for many years, with over 
13,000 additional miles already recommended by the states. That phase of the 
industry which provides the vehicles has made outstanding safety progress In such 
areas as vehicle performance and reliability and passenger packaging and comfort. 
The operating phase of the industry has also taken great strides In the achieve- [' 
ment of highway safety. Included among the many sections of the Action Program 
of the President's Committee for Traffic Safety are driver education, traffic courts, 
public information, police traffic supervision, organized citizen support, motor 
vehicle administration, laws and ordinances, engineering, traffic accident records 
and research activities. It is encouraging to note that the latest Inventory showed 
that the states have achieved ne,;1.rly 70 percent of the basic requirements of this 
Action Program, with many of the states approaching 90 percent achievement. 
There is no doubt that these activities are accomplishing the objective. In the last 
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decade we have seen a 68 percent increase in the mileage of highway travel ac-
companied by a 28 percent decrease in the death rate. However, we must go one 
step further in this evaluation · and compare safety accomplishments with the re-
maining highway safety needs and possibilities. The result is not encouraging. 
While the motor vehicle accident death rate has been dropping from 15.1 to 
5.3, the annual number of fatalities has been rising irregularly to somewhere above 
40,000 and the annual number of motor vehicle accidents has reached and 
exceeded the 10 million mark. This shows quite a gap between safety accomplish-
ments and safety needs, but the gap we should be most concerned with is the one 
between safety needs and the present possibilities for safety improvement. Mr. J. A. 
Head of the Bureau of Public Roads' Office of Highway Safety has been recently 
quoted to the effect that if all known safety and traffic devices, including safe de-
sign, could be built into the highway system immediately, traffic accidents would 
be reduced by one-half. It is granted that our limited resources would not allow 
us to accomplish this immediately or even within a few years. However, we need 
to make certain that current highway safety planning reflects this knowledge of 
how to do so much more than we have done. The truth is that we cannot. Further-
more, the gap between our knowledge of. how to achieve safety and the amount 
of that knowledge reflected in safety planning is continually widening. One of the 
causes of this dilemma is insufficient coordination between the planning agencies 
of the various phases of the highway transportation industry. 
Highway transportation is the only part of the whole transportation industry 
in which the traveled way, the vehicles and the users are given separate planning 
treatment witl10ut the benefit of a central planning or coordinating agency. Co-
ordination is on a voluntary basis. The need for better coordination is indicated 
by the problem that faces the modern urban expressway driver. He is told in 
driver education classes that the bumper to bumper spacing between vehicles should 
be not less tha"i1 one car length for each 10 miles per hour of travel speed. On the 
expressway he finds a half-second time interval between cars. That is less than two 
car lengths at 45 M.P.H. , so his reactions must be geared not only to the first car 
in front but also to the second or third car in front of him. The brake lights of 
those cars could be placed in a position more appropriate to his needs. A more 
positive arrangement for coordination between all phases of the highway trans-
portation industry needs to be developed. Progress along this line is hampered by 
such problems as the need of private industry to protect secret design develop-
ments and the general desire to keep industrial competition free from certain kinds 
of administrative restrictions or requirements that a powerful coordinating agency 
might invoke. In the meantime there is a more pressing need that, if provided for, 
would help both in coordinating all planning efforts and in allowing individual 
planning efforts to reflect current knowledge. This is the need to provide better 
communication of new knowledge gained through highway safety research. 
Planning, is a continuing process, especially since the planners were wise enough 
to include research as a part of the established programs. Research findings con-
stantly change the nature and amount of basic information available for use in 
planning and require continual adjustments in the established programs. 
In the years that have elapsed since the Federal Aid Interstate Act of 1956 and 
the inception of the Action Program of the President 's Committee for Traffic Safety, 
research has constantly increased our understanding of many facets of the traffic 
accident problem. It has almost completely changed some of our basic concepts 
concerning tl1e causes of accidents. Most significiantly, it has strongly suggested 
some rather severe limitations on the uses of traffic accident records. 
15 
Let us take a look at some of the evidence. Mullins and Keese of the Texas 
Transportation Institute have reported that in adequacy of traffic accident reporting 
techniques seriously affected the accuracy of correlations of accidents with the de-
sign features studied in their Freeway Traffic Acccident Analysis and Safety Study. 
Barnett of the Bureau of Public Roads has pointed to the limitations of accident 
reporting by those officials whose prime purpose is law enforcement. In the Uni· 
versity of Illinois ' study of medians of divided highw ays it was concluded that 
accident records could not be used in evaluating the safety of median design fea· 
tu res. In many cases ( 17%) the significant median design features associated with 
the accident sequence were not mentioned in the accident report and, on those high-
way segments without mile-markers, nearly one-fourth of the reported median 
accident locations were more th an half-a-mile from the accident sites. Moseley re-
ports that Harvard University's five-year study of fatal highway collisions showed 
mechanical failures , vehicle defects and bad or poorly designed roads to be much 
more significant factors in highway fatalities than official reports indicate. Mr. 
Rex M. Whitton, Federal Highway Adplinistrator, questions accident records be-
cause " the law, or custom, or our desire to keep things simple, persuades us to 
assign one single cause or one principal cause for every traffic accident. " He con-
cludes that, even with all available training, accident investigators have a task 
beyond their capacity because the number of accidents to be covered and the limited 
size of the investigation staff allows far too little time to be spent on any one acci-
dent. r 
This evidence does not constitute a criticism of police officers, investigators or r 
anyone else seriously concerned with work on highway safety. To everyone with 
a reasonable perspective of the magnitude the complexity of the task it merely 
indicates the necessity for some changes of approach or emphasis within many of 
our current safety programs. Page 7 of the Traffic Accident Records section of 
the Action Program of the President's Committee for Traffic Safety gives us an 
I idea of the range of activities that may be affected. Some of the uses of traffic I 
accident information are law enforcement, education, public information, legis· { 
lation, driver licensing, traffic engineering and research. How should the planning 
of these activities and all the safety work by persons and agencies in other phases [ 
of the highway transportation industry be affected by recent research findings? • 
The answers to questions concerning the nature and extent of the required changes 
constitute some of the greatest current needs in highway safety planning. Who 
will provide the answers? r 
The people closely concerned with each activity cannot be expected to decide 
upon the required changes independently. Giving them the problem of identifying I 
and interpreting pertinent research is somewhat like requiring the accident investi· 
gator to be a reliable traffic engineer, automotive engineer, mechanic, medical 
doctor, psychiatrist, psychologist, sociologist, theologian and legal specialist. 
The task is not simple but it is clear. All related highway safety research must 
be identified, summarized, interpreted and disseminated in the langu age of the • 
people who are to use it if we expect the planning of our safety programs to re-
flect current knowledge. What is needed for each of the activities involved in our 
safety programs is of even greater scope than Mr. K. A. Stonex's award win· 
ning work in the area of roadway cross-section design. This cannot be accom· 
plished through open conferences or panel discussions. The urgency of the task 
doesn't permit us to wait for that someone to come along with the knowledge, wis-
dom and energy to do it for each of the areas of highway safety activity. The ' 
key to an intelligent examination of our present safety programs is a series of 
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highway safety research compendiums prepared by organized groups of compe-
tent specialists representing all the disciplines that highway safety research has 
spilled over into. 
Organizing and financing the groups who can prepare and revise such com-
pendiums on a continuing basis will be a task nearly equivalent to the establish-
ment of a whole series of Traffic Safety Centers cooperating on an interinstitutional 
basis. The university transportation and accident prevention centers are but one of 
the resources that will need to be applied. Much of the task of evaluating related 
research will fall upon representatives of the research committees of scientific and 
professional organizations that serve as sponsors or clearing houses for research 
related to highway safety. Above all, separate financing must be provided for this 
work. It has to be removed from the realm of fortuitously financed extracurricular 
activities oflow priority. It is the missing link in the highway safety planning proc-
ess. The success of current safety planning depends upon it. 
Planning, is a continuing process, especially since the planners were wise enough 
to include research as a part of the established programs. Research findings con-
stantly change the nature and amount of basic information available for use in 
planning and require continual adjustments in the established safety programs 
and activities. We must not continue to leave out or leave to chance the vital link 
that makes progress possible. 
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